
politics is who gets what when and how

politics is who gets what when and how is a foundational concept in
understanding the dynamics of governance and power distribution in societies.
This phrase encapsulates the essence of political science by highlighting the
allocation of resources, rights, and responsibilities among different groups
and individuals. Politics is not only about policy-making or ideological
debates; it fundamentally concerns the negotiation and conflict over scarce
resources and the mechanisms that determine outcomes. This article explores
the meaning behind this definition, its historical context, and its
implications for modern governmental systems. By dissecting the phrase, one
can gain a clearer insight into the processes that shape public decisions and
influence social order. Furthermore, the discussion extends to the role of
power, interest groups, and institutions in mediating who benefits and who
does not. The complexity of politics reveals itself in how timing and
methodology affect distribution and control, making this phrase a useful lens
through which to analyze political interactions and outcomes.
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The Origin and Meaning of the Phrase

The phrase "politics is who gets what when and how" is attributed to the
renowned political scientist Harold Lasswell, who sought to simplify the
complex nature of political processes into a concise definition. This
definition emphasizes that politics revolves around distribution—the
allocation of resources, privileges, and responsibilities—and the timing and
methods by which those allocations occur. It highlights the inherently
competitive and strategic aspects of political life, where different actors
vie for influence and benefits. By framing politics in this way, Lasswell
underscored the importance of understanding not only the outcomes but also
the processes and actors involved in political decision-making. This
definition has since become a cornerstone in political science, guiding
scholars in analyzing political behavior, institutions, and policies.

Understanding the Components: Who, What, When,
and How

Breaking down the phrase reveals four critical elements that define political
interactions and outcomes:



Who

The "who" refers to the individuals, groups, or institutions involved in
politics. These actors include elected officials, political parties, interest
groups, bureaucracies, and the electorate. Each participant has distinct
goals, resources, and levels of influence that shape political dynamics.

What

The "what" represents the resources and benefits being distributed. These can
include tangible assets such as money, land, and services, as well as
intangible elements like rights, power, and social status. Politics
determines who gains access to these resources and under what conditions.

When

The "when" pertains to the timing of political decisions and allocations.
Timing can be crucial in politics, affecting the effectiveness and reception
of policies or resource distribution. Political actors often strategize to
act at moments that maximize their advantage or respond to crises and
opportunities.

How

The "how" describes the methods and processes through which political
decisions are made and implemented. This includes formal procedures such as
legislation, elections, and judicial rulings, as well as informal mechanisms
like lobbying, negotiation, and public persuasion.

Actors involved in decision-making

Types of resources distributed

Importance of timing in politics

Procedures and informal practices

The Role of Power and Authority in Politics

Power is central to the phrase "politics is who gets what when and how," as
it determines the capacity of actors to influence outcomes. Authority, the
legitimate right to wield power, shapes the framework within which political
actions occur. Political power can be coercive or consensual, overt or
covert, and is exercised through various institutions and relationships.
Understanding power dynamics helps explain why some actors succeed in
obtaining resources while others do not. Authority structures, such as
governments and legal systems, provide the rules that regulate political
competition and resource distribution. The interplay between power and
authority influences the stability, fairness, and effectiveness of political
systems.



Mechanisms of Decision-Making and Resource
Allocation

Political decisions and resource allocations occur through a variety of
mechanisms that reflect the complexity of governance. These mechanisms
operate at different levels and involve multiple actors, each employing
strategies to secure favorable outcomes.

Formal Institutions

Formal institutions include legislatures, courts, and executive agencies that
establish rules and procedures for political decision-making. These bodies
enact laws, adjudicate disputes, and implement policies that determine who
gets what resources and when.

Interest Groups and Lobbying

Interest groups represent specific constituencies and advocate for policies
that benefit their members. Lobbying is a key method through which these
groups influence political actors and affect resource distribution.

Public Opinion and Media

Public opinion can shape political agendas and pressure decision-makers.
Media plays a critical role in informing citizens and framing political
debates, thereby influencing the "how" of politics.

Conflict and Negotiation

Politics often involves conflict over scarce resources, requiring negotiation
and compromise. These interactions determine the timing and conditions under
which resources are allocated.

Legislative and judicial decision-making1.

Interest group advocacy and lobbying tactics2.

Influence of public opinion and media coverage3.

Conflict resolution and negotiation strategies4.

Implications for Modern Political Systems

Understanding that politics is fundamentally about "who gets what when and
how" offers valuable insights into contemporary political challenges. In
modern democracies, this perspective helps explain electoral competition,
policy formulation, and governance outcomes. It highlights the importance of
transparency, accountability, and institutional design in ensuring equitable
resource distribution. In authoritarian regimes, the phrase underscores the
role of power consolidation and control over resource flows to maintain
authority. Additionally, globalization and technological advancements have
transformed the timing and methods of political engagement, affecting how
resources are allocated across borders and sectors. Recognizing these



dynamics is essential for analyzing political behavior, predicting policy
outcomes, and promoting effective governance in an increasingly complex
world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'politics is who gets what,
when, and how' mean?

This phrase summarizes politics as the process by which resources and power
are distributed among people and groups, determining who receives benefits,
at what time, and through what mechanisms.

Who originally coined the phrase 'politics is who
gets what, when, and how'?

The phrase is commonly attributed to political scientist Harold Lasswell, who
defined politics in this way to emphasize the distribution aspect of
political decision-making.

How does the concept 'who gets what, when, and how'
apply to modern democratic systems?

In democracies, this concept applies through elections, policymaking, and
governance, where political actors negotiate and decide on resource
allocation, timing of policies, and methods of implementation.

Why is timing ('when') important in the political
process described by 'who gets what, when, and how'?

Timing affects the impact and effectiveness of policies, the urgency of
resource distribution, and can influence public opinion, making it a critical
factor in political negotiations and decisions.

How does 'how' influence the distribution of
resources in politics?

The 'how' refers to the methods, procedures, and mechanisms used to allocate
resources or implement policies, which can include legislation, executive
orders, negotiations, or public programs.

Can the phrase 'who gets what, when, and how' apply
to international politics?

Yes, in international politics, it describes how nations negotiate treaties,
aid, trade agreements, and power dynamics to determine the distribution of
resources and influence over time.



How does understanding 'who gets what, when, and how'
help voters?

Understanding this concept helps voters recognize how political decisions
affect resource distribution and policy implementation, enabling them to make
informed choices and hold leaders accountable.

What role do interest groups play in 'who gets what,
when, and how'?

Interest groups lobby and advocate to influence political decisions, aiming
to secure favorable allocation of resources and policies for their members at
specific times and through particular channels.

How has digital technology impacted 'who gets what,
when, and how' in politics?

Digital technology has transformed political communication, mobilization, and
transparency, affecting how resources and information are distributed, when
decisions are made public, and how political influence is exerted.

Additional Resources
1. Politics: Who Gets What, When, How by Harold Lasswell
This classic work by Harold Lasswell offers a foundational definition of
politics, emphasizing the distribution of resources and power within society.
Lasswell explores the mechanisms through which political decisions are made,
highlighting the importance of timing and methodology. The book remains
influential in political science for its concise and insightful framework on
political dynamics.

2. The Logic of Collective Action by Mancur Olson
Olson examines how groups form and act in pursuit of shared interests,
analyzing the challenges of collective action in politics. He introduces the
concept of "free riders" and explains why individuals may not contribute to
public goods despite benefiting from them. This book is essential for
understanding political mobilization and resource allocation.

3. Power: A Radical View by Steven Lukes
Lukes delves into the multifaceted nature of power, discussing who truly
controls resources and decision-making in society. He outlines three
dimensions of power, including the ability to shape desires and perceptions.
This work deepens the analysis of political influence and authority beyond
visible conflicts.

4. Agenda-Setting in Politics: Who Gets What, When, and How by John W.
Kingdon
Kingdon explores how political issues rise to prominence on government
agendas. He identifies the role of problem recognition, policy proposals, and
political circumstances in determining which topics receive attention. The
book sheds light on the timing and process behind political decision-making.

5. The Politics of Redistribution by Torben Iversen and David Soskice
This book investigates how different political systems affect the
distribution of wealth and resources. It compares the strategies and outcomes



of redistribution in various democracies, explaining who benefits under
different institutional arrangements. The authors provide insights into the
interplay of politics and economics in shaping social equity.

6. Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City by Robert A. Dahl
Dahl studies political power in New Haven, Connecticut, revealing how diverse
groups compete for influence over urban policy. He challenges the notion of a
single ruling elite, showing that power is distributed among multiple actors.
The book offers an empirical look at who controls resources and decisions at
the local level.

7. The Politics of the Right by Hans-Georg Betz
Betz analyzes the rise of right-wing politics and its impact on resource
allocation and political power. He explores the ideological and social bases
for right-wing movements and their strategies in gaining influence. This book
is crucial for understanding contemporary shifts in political power dynamics.

8. The Foundations of Political Power by Jeffrey T. Checkel
Checkel investigates the sources and maintenance of political power in
different contexts. He discusses the role of institutions, ideas, and
identities in shaping who gains access to resources and decision-making. The
book provides a comprehensive framework for analyzing political authority.

9. Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis by Paul
Pierson
Pierson emphasizes the importance of historical context and institutional
development in political outcomes. He explains how timing and sequence affect
who controls resources and how policies evolve. This work bridges political
science with historical analysis to explain political change over time.
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  politics is who gets what when and how: Politics: Who Gets What, When, How Harold D.
Lasswell, 2018-12-05 Politics: Who Gets What, When, How, which was first published in 1936, is the
classic analysis of power and manipulation by ruling elites and counter-elites. The themes that occur
throughout this essay have become the guideposts for most modern research in techniques of
propaganda and political organization. “It is unquestionably one of the most influential treatments of
politics published in this century.”—David B. Truman, Prof.of Public Law and Government, Columbia
University “This book is a landmark of modern political science.”—Daniel Lerner, Professor of
Sociology, M.I.T. “For over three decades the students of politics have had their intellectual horizons
constantly broadened by Harold Lasswell. There is probably no man in American political science
who has brought to bear as many new approaches to the analysis of political behaviour as he has.
There is perhaps no better way to get the essence of Lasswell’s thought than in his book, Politics:
Who Gets What, When, How.”—Seymour Martin Lipset, Department of Sociology, U.C. Berkeley
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  politics is who gets what when and how: Learn Sociology Edward Brent, Edward E. Brent, J.
Scott Lewis, 2013-02-20 Learn Sociology creates a new paradigm for student-centered learning in
introductory sociology courses. Written with 21st century students in mind, this text presents
introductory sociology content in a highly interactive format that is both easy to use and highly
compatible with digital applications. Drawing on best practices in educational pedagogy, Learn
Sociology emphasizes immersive learning, an approach that pairs critical analysis of sociological
concepts with examples from everyday life to engage students actively with the material. Weaved
through the text are recurring themes that put sociology into context, such as social structure, social
control, social inequality, the social construction of reality, scientific knowledge, and social change.
Learn Sociology optimizes learning through enhanced coverage, study, testing, and review while
emphasizing the applying that reinforces comprehension. Based on a modular concept format, each
chapter in Learn Sociology addresses a major concept in the introductory sociology curriculum.
Associated with each module are key learning objectives, preview statements, illustrations, and a
concept learning check assessment. With Learn Sociology, students have access to immediate
computer-based feedback on essay questions that helps them practice writing and revising, reason
critically, and grapple with real-world issues. All content in Learn Sociology is highly visual, current,
and easy to understand while avoiding distracting and off-topic material. Visual overviews play to
dynamic learning and underscore important points. The result is an introductory sociology
curriculum that is engaging, consistent, and complete while providing students with a roadmap for
learning, reviewing and self-assessment. Learn Sociology is a comprehensive and integrated print
and digital learning solution that transforms how students learn and instructors teach by bringing
together authoritative and interactive content aligned to course objectives with adaptive study
planning and remediation and learning analytics reporting tools. Instructors and students can
customize the learning experience with: Navigate Learn Sociology Navigate Companion Website:
Learn Sociology Digital eBook options For more information on Navigate, visit www.jblnavigate.com.
About The Learn Series Learn Sociology is a publication of The Learn Series, a completely new
course curriculum solution from Jones & Bartlett Learning that aims to provide a fresh, integrated
print and digital program solution for general education survey courses. The Learn Series is
produced with today''s digitally native students in mind by re-envisioning the learning experience
and focusing not just on what students learn but also how students learn. The Learn Series is
characterized by authoritative and notable authors; visual, modular design; student-centered
pedagogy; and integrated formative and summative assessments that improve learning
outcomes--features that allow instructors to easily customize and personalize course curriculum. The
Learn Series provides the most interactive and advanced curriculum solution for today''s
student-centered learning environments by emphasizing the skills students need to thrive in the
21st-century knowledge-based economy. Find out more about The Learn Series at
www.thelearnseries.com. FEATURE OVERVIEW Authoritative Content Developed by Leading
Authors in the Field The Learn Series authors have been carefully selected based on their academic
background and passion for teaching. All of The Learn Series authors have made significant
contributions to their fields of study. Highly Visual Design and Layout The innovative text design
features an abundance of large graphics and visual presentation of topics to support and encourage
analysis and synthesis of critical concepts. Modular Content Structure Every textbook in The Learn
Series includes comprehensive coverage of the subject matter. Within each chapter, content is
presented in modular format making it easy to customize for a 4, 6, 8, or 12- week program. Multiple
Delivery Formats The Learn Series is designed for multi-modal delivery. All print and digital content
is available in any format. Institutions, faculty, and students can choose from versions in PDF,
Vitalsource(tm), Direct Digital(tm), Kindle(tm), or formatted for smartphones or tablet devices.
Never before has a program been so comprehensive and flexible. Digital Learning Objects
Throughout The Learn Series, digital learning objects have been carefully curated to give students
maximum immersion in the subject matter. Students have the ability to activate concepts and



assessments as well as view concept-specific video or animations to further support learning.
Integrated Assessments--Formative and Summative Throughout The Learn Series, formative
assessment opportunities abound to give students ample practice building competence against
learning objectives. Summative assessments, such as Concept Learning Checks, are also included at
the end of each topical section to ensure students have complete mastery of core concepts. Effective
Pedagogy for Every Learning Style Today''s students are more diverse than ever before and as a
result, one size rarely fits all. The Learn Series includes effective pedagogy for multiple learning
styles including visual, auditory, and kinesthetic. Flexible Pricing Model-Complete Curriculum
Licensing Model The Learn Series is available by individual course, or as a complete series.
Institutions can choose a digital licensing model that ensures all students have multiple format
choices (print, digital, or hybrid) that suits their individual learning style. The digital licensing model
is significantly less than traditional print textbooks and can include a print option for students who
need print support. Appropriate for the introductory course in sociology. © 2014 | 772 pages
  politics is who gets what when and how: Politics Who Gets What, When and How Harold
D. Lasswell, 1990-01-01
  politics is who gets what when and how: Handbook on the Politics of Public Administration
Ladner, Andreas, Sager, Fritz, 2022-10-13 This innovative Handbook puts the politics of public
administration at the forefront, providing comprehensive insights and comparative perspectives of
the different aspects of the field.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Educational Politics for Social Justice Catherine
Marshall, Cynthia Gerstl-Pepin, Mark Johnson, 2020-01-17 Employing a social justice framework,
this book provides educational leaders and practitioners with tools and strategies for grappling with
the political fray of education politics. The framework offers ways to critique, challenge, and alter
social, cultural, and political patterns in organizations and systems that perpetuate inequities. The
authors focus on the processes through which educational politics is enacted, illustrating how
inequitable power relations are embedded in our democratic systems. Readers will explore
education politics at five focal points of power (micro, local/district, state, federal, and global). The
text provides examples of how to “work the system” in ways that move toward greater justice and
equity in schools. “This book challenges those who want to work toward justice with critical starting
points, conversation starters, and strategies for collaborative leadership.” —From the Foreword by
Enrique Aleman, The University of Texas at San Antonio “If educators are truly committed to their
students, this text provides the analytic tools and consequent strategies to make public schools
better for all of our students. Bravo!” —Catherine A. Lugg, Rutgers University
  politics is who gets what when and how: Politics Harold D.. Lasswell, 1971
  politics is who gets what when and how: Handbook of Research in the Social
Foundations of Education Steven Tozer, Bernardo P. Gallegos, Annette Henry, Mary Bushnell
Greiner, Paula Groves Price, 2011-07-05 This groundbreaking volume helps readers understand the
history, evolution, and significance of this wide-ranging, often misunderstood, and increasingly
important field of study.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Fixing American Politics Roderick Hart,
2021-11-29 Fixing American Politics: Solutions for the Media Age brings together original chapters
from 34 noted scholars from two disciplines – political science and communication – asked to identify
the most pressing problems facing the American people and how they can be solved. Authors
address the questions succinctly and directly, with their favored solutions featured in chapter titles
that exhort and inspire. The book gives the reader much to think about and debate. Should news
outlets be funded with public money rather than by private enterprise? Are the new social media a
boon or a bane to political elections? Is the American past dead, or is it living once again? Do
churchgoers and environmentalists have anything to discuss? Is the FCC doing its job? Can political
ads be made less toxic? Should Fox News be cancelled? Should cancel cultures be cancelled? Can
we become more civil to one another and, if so, how? Fixing American Politics poses all the best
questions ... and offers some concrete answers as well. This book is perfect for students, citizens, the



media, and anyone concerned with contemporary challenges to civic life and discourse today.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Accomplishing Climate Governance Harriet
Bulkeley, 2016 This book provides original critical insights into climate politics and new directions
for society's response, for researchers, advanced students and policy makers.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Defending Politics Matthew Flinders, 2012-04-25
If the twentieth century witnessed the triumph of democracy then something appears to have gone
seriously wrong. Citizens around the world have become distrustful of politicians, sceptical about
democratic institutions, and disillusioned about the capacity of democratic politics to resolve
pressing social concerns. This shift in global attitudes has been explored in a vast body of writing
that examines the existence of 'disaffected democrats' and 'democratic deficits'. Defending Politics
meets this contemporary pessimism about the political process head on. In doing so, it aims to
cultivate a shift from the bland and fatalistic 'politics of pessimism' that appears to dominate public
life towards a more buoyant and engaged 'politics of optimism'. Matthew Flinders makes a highly
unfashionable but incredibly important argument of almost primitive simplicity: democratic politics
delivers far more than most members of the public appear to acknowledge and understand. If more
and more people are disappointed with what modern democratic politics delivers then is it possible
that the fault lies with those who demand too much, fail to acknowledge the essence of democratic
engagement and ignore the complexities of governing in the twentieth century rather than with
democratic politics itself? Is it possible that the public in many advanced liberal democracies have
become 'democratically decadent' in the sense that they take what democratic politics delivers for
granted? Would politics be interpreted as failing a little less if we all spent a little less time
emphasising our individual rights and a little more time reflecting on our responsibilities to society
and future generations? Democratic politics remains 'a great and civilizing human activity...
something to be valued almost as a pearl beyond price in the history of the human condition', as
Bernard Crick stressed in his classic In Defence of Politics fifty years ago. But it is also a far more
fragile system of governing than many people appear to realize. By returning to and updating Crick's
arguments, this book provides an honest account of why democratic politics matters and why we
need to reject the arguments of those who would turn their backs on 'mere politics' in favour of more
authoritarian, populist or technocratic forms of governing. In rejecting fashionable fears about the
'end of politics' and daring to suggest that the public, the media, pressure groups, academics and
politicians are all part of the problem as well as part of the cure, this book provides a fresh,
provocative, and above all optimistic view of the achievements and future potential of democratic
politics.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Sociology in Today's World Brian Furze, Cengage
Learning Australia, Pauline Savy, 2014 Sociology in Today's World explores why sociology is
important and relevant to everyday life. It teaches students how to think sociologically, not just what
to think, and shows how sociology can help us make sense of our lives. It comprehensively covers
key aspects and current issues in Australian and New Zealand society, whilst emphasising the
importance of diversity and a global perspective.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Media Power, Media Politics Mark J. Rozell,
Jeremy D. Mayer, 2008-08-14 Media Power, Media Politics, Second Edition, examines the role and
influence of the media in every sphere of American politics. Organized thematically, the book
analyzes the relationship between the media and key institutions, political actors, and
nongovernmental entities, as well as the role of the new media, media ethics, and foreign policy
coverage. Written clearly and concisely by leading scholars in the field, the chapters serve as broad
overviews to the issues, while discussion questions and suggestions for further reading encourage
deeper inquiry. Updated throughout, the second edition includes expanded coverage of the evolving
role of new media, a new chapter on terrorism and the media, and new pedagogical exercises and
featured interviews with journalists, bloggers, and media advisers.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Kiplinger's Personal Finance , 1955-12 The most
trustworthy source of information available today on savings and investments, taxes, money



management, home ownership and many other personal finance topics.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Lumber World Review , 1920
  politics is who gets what when and how: Parties and Elections in America Louis Sandy
Maisel, Kara Z. Buckley, 2005 Thoroughly revised and updated, the fourth edition of this classic text
is still the most comprehensive and readable text available. Covering all aspects of the electoral
process from historical roots to election year 2004, the authors bring life to parties long declared
dead and first-hand experience running for office to the sometimes grueling campaign trail. Visit our
website for sample chapters!
  politics is who gets what when and how: Cambridge Learner's Dictionary
English-Turkish with CD-ROM , 2009-09-24 Designed for Turkish learners of English, this
dictionary gives definitions in English with translations in Turkish.
  politics is who gets what when and how: Irish Monthly , 1913
  politics is who gets what when and how: The Irish Monthly , 1913
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